This paper examines public opinion polling in Australia and in other jurisdictions. This paper also contains a discussion of the historical background to public opinion polling, an analysis of the limitations of polling, an examination into methodologies used by polling groups and is intended to function as a guide to interpreting opinion polling results. ............................................................................................ 38 
Glossary of Key Terms
The following glossary offers basic definitions of a selection of key statistical terms which are used in this paper.
1
Margin of error -a statistic which expresses the amount of random sampling error and shows the maximum likely difference between the poll result and that of the voting population at large. A common misconception is that the margin of error includes all possible sources of error, such as experimental and measurement errors (non-sampling errors), however the margin of error only specifies the error introduced by non-deliberative sampling errors.
Non-random sampling -a form of non-probability sampling that does not involve random selection so that not all individuals in the population are given equal chances of being selected. Types of non-random sampling include straw polls, haphazard sampling and convenience sampling, such as in the case of the person-on-the-street interview or 'self-selected respondents' where readers of a particular newspaper respond or vote on a particular issue (i.e. they are consumers of that medium, may be motivated by the issue and are not 'selected' at random to participate).
Non-sampling error -a statistical error which cannot be attributed to sampling fluctuations and is caused by human error and many other different factors such as poor interviewer procedures, question wording, dishonesty of respondents and so forth. Unlike sampling error, non-sampling error cannot be measured.
Random sampling -a form of probability sampling in which all population groups have an equal and independent chance of being selected so that the sample should reflect population patterns. Probability sampling is the most effective way of obtaining samples that are representative of the population.
Sample -a part or subset of the population, which is selected for the purpose of studying the characteristics of the entire population or group. Sampling refers to the statistical practice of selecting a subset of individuals from within a population with the goal of producing generalisations about the wider population.
Sampling error -refers to the error caused by observing a sample instead of the whole population. It is often not practical or possible to undertake a complete study of an entire population and samples are rarely identical in character to the population that they are measuring therefore sampling error is unavoidable except where there is a complete enumeration of the population such as in a census. Sampling error can be reduced by selecting larger samples and by using efficient sample design to ensure that samples are as representative as possible.
Weighting -a statistical technique in which the measurements of particular data are adjusted to take into account or compensate for a distorting factor(s) so that the sample more closely resembles that of the population, such as where a population subgroup may be over-or underrepresented. 
Introduction
Public opinion polls, particularly those released in the lead up to an election, stimulate considerable debate and speculation amongst the media, the public and politicians. Opinion polls essentially attempt to capture public opinion, or the public's mood, on a given issue at a particular moment in time. Opinion polls are regularly conducted on voting intentions and leadership preferences, but can be undertaken on any social or commercial matter that the polling groups or commissioners of such polls determine. The study of public opinion polling has drawn on journalism and market research and also attracts scholars of history, sociology, psychology and communications.
The primary focus of this research paper is public opinion polling in its political context. The paper is designed as an introduction to the study of public opinion and opinion polling and to provide Parliamentarians with a guide to interpreting and understanding opinion polls, their strengths and limitations. It looks specifically at polling groups in Australia, but also draws on developments and information from other jurisdictions. It cannot, in the space available, provide a comprehensive account of every aspect of this large topic, which has received an extensive amount of research. It does aim to draw on the most salient elements of that research, to assist Members in their duties.
This paper begins in Part A by briefly examining the development of the concept of 'public opinion', which importantly underpins the activity and industry of opinion polling. Part A then provides an overview of opinion polling and its modern development, beginning with the first 'straw' polls conducted in the 1820s. The essential distinction between quantitative and qualitative methods is discussed. Part B examines the many factors -methodological, social and situational -that account for variations in poll results, while Part C provides a guide to the main polling groups in Australia.
Part D examines the impacts of opinion polls in terms of elections, politicians, policy, polling failures and successes, and the role of journalists. This section also briefly looks at other forms of polling, including exit polls, focus groups, and the controversial practice known as 'push polling'. Part D concludes by considering recent developments in measuring public opinion, such as social media, internet polling, real-time debate tracking and betting markets. Members are reminded that the DPS Library Research Service maintains an intranet sub-site devoted to presenting Victorian political opinion poll results. 
PART A: HISTORY OF OPINION POLLS

'Public Opinion'
Public opinion is no more than this; What people think that other people think.
-Alfred Austin, 1887 6 As Benjamin Ginsberg states, the prominence of opinion polling as a civic institution derives from the significance that modern political ideologies ascribe to the will of the people. 7 The development of 'public opinion' as a concept is intimately connected to social, political and economic changes that have occurred over centuries.
The development of the printing press, the Protestant Reformation and economic changes allowed for the growth of 'reading publics', which continued with the spread of books and newspapers in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and beyond. Enlightenment ideas, such as those espoused by Jean-Jacque Rousseau, David Hume, John Locke and Jeremy Bentham, were influential, as were the ideas of Industrial Revolution thinkers, in contributing to a developing understanding of public opinion. 8 In the nineteenth century, higher literacy rates, the proliferation of publications and wider readerships meant that 'public opinion ceased to be exclusively a middle-class phenomenon'. 9 Representative democracy itself was predicated, in part, on the notion of a reading public, which would ultimately express its opinion of government through the ballots. As an area of study, public opinion gained prominence in the twentieth century with George Gallup, Walter Lippman, Herbert Blumer and Paul Lazarfeld. The academic journal Public Opinion Quarterly was founded in 1937. In the early twentieth century, the understanding of public opinion varied greatly with some intellectuals presuming that the average citizen was 'unreasoning or too easily led'. 10 English poet laureate and playwright Alfred Austin, cited above, alludes to social and psychological factors that influence public opinion. As a concept, public opinion is difficult to define and, as has been acknowledged, there is no generally accepted definition of public opinion. 11 In 1965, Princeton professor Harwood Childs identified approximately fifty different definitions of public opinion. 12 Child's analysis drew attention to the 'lack of conceptual clarity' surrounding the term 'public opinion' with some describing it in terms of collective behaviour and others as an individual-level phenomenon. 13 While Childs referred to public opinion as any collection of individual opinions, he noted that the study of public opinion has inspired 'much more intricate and involved terminology' and that the literature of the field 'is strewn with zealous attempts to find a meaningful and acceptable definition'. 14 George Gallup wrote of public opinion as being 'the pulse of democracy' and coauthored a book with that title. 15 In defining public opinion, Gallup cited James Bryce, writing in 1888, who said:
[…] public opinion is a congeries of all sorts of discrepant notions, beliefs, fancies, prejudices, aspirations. It is confused, incoherent, amorphous, varying from day to day and week to week. But in the midst of this diversity and confusion every question as it arises into importance is subjected to a process of consolidation and clarification until there emerge and take shape certain views or sets of interconnected views, each held and advocated in common by bodies of citizens. 16 Bryce further stated that the power exerted by such views 'when held by an apparent majority', which we refer to as public opinion, becomes 'a guiding or ruling power', and noted that, in the case of America, it was 'the real ruler of America'. Bryce's observation notes the volatility of public opinion and recognises the difficult in ascertaining such views:
How does this vague, fluctuating, complex thing we call public opinion -omnipotent yet indeterminate -a sovereign to whose voice everyone listens, yet whose words, because he speaks with as many tongues as the waves of a boisterous sea, it is so hard to catch -how does public opinion express itself…? By what organs is it declared and how, since these organs often contradict one another, can it be discovered which of them speak most truly for the mass? 17 In 1951, Emory Bogardus studied what 'makes' public opinion arguing that public opinion does not 'spring fully developed from the head of democracy', nor does it 'just happen', rather he argues that public opinion comes about through a myriad of social, political and psychological factors. Bogardus devotes several chapters to what helps form -or inform -public opinion, such as personal conversations, reading newspapers and education. He also lists stages in the opinion making process and argues that the making of public opinion is a social process.
Likewise, James Best, writing in 1973, projected a developmental model of opinion formation, noting that opinion formation is a process, an individual phenomenon, during which an individual forms opinions through socialisation and exposure to media. 19 Best examined public opinion from both a micro and macro level, looking first at the individual and later at the wider society in examining how and under what circumstances public opinion plays a role in the policy making process.
In contrast to the traditional perception that public opinion is volatile, outlined above, Benjamin Page and Robert Shapiro argued in 1992 that public opinion is not 'nonexistent or unknowable or irrelevant', stating: 'An attentive reader of polls and surveys can get a good deal of coherent guidance about policy'. 20 It is important to note that many of the above definitions of public opinion belong to what Geer has referred to as the pre-polling era. 21 Geer, and others such as Blumer, Bogart and Herbst, have identified a conceptual shift in defining public opinion with the advent of public opinion polling itself, noting that as polls became more scientific and credible, 'the uncertainty associated with the concept of public opinion has lessened'. 22 Geer cites Bogart who wrote that polls give the 'form and the appearance of measured precision to what was formerly visceral in origin and nebulous in shape'. 23 Again illustrating this development, Geer cites the following observation made by Key:
In an earlier day public opinion seemed to be pictured as a mysterious vapor that emanated from the undifferentiated citizenry and in some way or another enveloped the apparatus of government to bring it into conformity with the public will. These weird conceptions… passed out of style as the technique of the sample survey permitted the determination, with some accuracy, of opinions within the population. 
Opinion Polling
The first known example of an opinion poll is often cited as the local 'straw' vote conducted in the United States in 1824 by the Harrisburg Pennsylvanian newspaper, regarding who was the preferred presidential candidate. The poll put Andrew Jackson ahead of John Quincy Adams, with 335 to 169 votes respectively. 25 A straw poll refers to an unofficial ballot conducted locally as a test of opinion. Unlike most modern opinion polling, which uses random sampling, straw votes use non probability sampling, and remain popular in some states in the US.
However, perhaps the most significant moment in opinion polling history occurred in 1936 in the presidential race between incumbent Franklin D. Roosevelt and Republican challenger Alf Langdon. Following previous and successful practice, the Literary Digest conducted a poll by mailing out about 10 million postcards, using the details of people listed in the phone book or on registers of car owners. The magazine asked people to indicate which presidential candidate they would vote for and received 2.3 million replies. The magazine indicated a Landon victory of 57 per cent to 43 per cent of the two-candidate popular vote, but at the election it was Roosevelt who won with a landslide, gaining 62.5 per cent of the vote. Following this, the Literary Digest lost credibility and became bankrupt, subsequently merging with Time magazine in 1938.
In terms of polling, the big winner in 1936 was George Gallup, who correctly predicted the large win by Roosevelt. Gallup indicated a 56-44 win for Roosevelt from his own doorknock poll, which still understated the President's winning margin, but was much closer to the actual election result. A key to Gallup's success in 1936 was his method of random sampling to ensure accuracy. As Stephen Mills noted, Gallup would compare this process to a chef tasting a soup, saying, 'only a teaspoon need be tasted, not the whole tureen'. 26 Gallup's success challenged the then current methodologies used in opinion polling and was particularly significant in the development of survey research techniques, not only in the US, but world-wide.
While the concept of public opinion, discussed above, developed over centuries by political theorists and in response to political and social circumstances, the 'most immediate ancestors of survey research' were George Gallup, Elmo Roper and Archibald Crossly who correctly indicated the Roosevelt re-election in 1936. 27 Public opinion polling has been studied by a range of disciplines, such as by sociologists, political theorists, social psychologists and historians. It has borrowed from and 25 Adams subsequently won the election, but only after being voted into office by the House of Representatives. See N. Assessing public opinion on political issues can take the form of quantitative opinion polling or qualitative survey research. Quantitative opinion polling refers to surveys that measure the opinion of a sample of people. These are particularly useful in election scenarios where answers are relatively straight-forward and are restricted to 'yes/no' answers. Quantitative opinion polling often involves questionnaires, face-toface interviews, telephone surveys and online/email surveys. The limitations of quantitative opinion polling are that this method does not usually provide information on how or why respondents think, or react a particular way, nor do they allow the measurement of strength of opinion.
Qualitative survey research typically involves focus group discussions, in-depth interviews, and participant observation. Qualitative research is highly useful for internal opinion research by political parties and lobby groups who may be able to more effectively judge the reasons behind the public mood, or how politicians, particular policies or parties are perceived by individuals. A qualitative survey may ask a respondent more information about themselves, which may assist political parties in targeting campaigns and appealing to certain voter demographics. Focus groups are the most commonly used form of qualitative survey research and usually consist of relatively small groups of people who are involved in a moderated and recorded discussion.
While such research can be useful in allowing for greater complexity in responses, rather than the yes/no answers of quantitative polling, the results of such research often remain unpublished.
31 This paper will focus on quantitative opinion polling, since these opinion polls are usually publicly available, and are therefore part of public debate, unlike qualitative surveys which are mainly used by political parties. Nonetheless, focus groups will be briefly discussed in section 6. 28 For a contrary view see F. R. Coutant (1948) 
PART B: FACTORS INFLUENCING OPINION POLLS
Accounting for Variations in Polls and Election Results
Polls do not predict; they describe the situation of the moment.
-Cliff Zukin
32
There are numerous factors and conditions, constraints and reservations that influence the outcome of opinion polls, such as: the types of questions asked, and the order in which they are asked; the sample size; the methodology employed; the timing of polls in relation to elections or events; the different approaches in dealing with 'don't know' and 'non' responses; and the contemporary situation or context surrounding the poll. 33 This section examines both technical and social considerations that need to be taken into account when interpreting the results of polls and surveys.
Margin of Error
The margin of error (or sampling error) refers to the statistic expressing the amount of random sampling error in an opinion poll's result. As Sarah Miskin states, margin of error is 'the maximum likely difference between the poll result and that of the voting population at large'.
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Most Australian polls have a high confidence level and a relatively low margin of error, generally around 3 percentage points or less. 35 A margin of error of 3 percentage points means that a poll result could be off by 3 points in either direction for either candidate. For example, if a poll indicates that a candidate or party is given a lead of 51 per cent, it could mean that actual support for that candidate or party may range from 48 per cent support to 54 per cent support.
Sample Size and Representative Samples
As it is impractical to poll entire populations, polling groups take a random sample of the population, which is intended to be representative of the broader population, essentially making an estimate and generalisation of the wider population based on that sample. Sampling is based on probability theory.
Polling groups undertaking political polls generally have a sample size of around 1,000.
36 Results for a survey for which the sample consists of 1,000 respondents or 20,000 respondents should be similar provided that the sample is representative. Samples are not representative if they cannot obtain the participation of large numbers of a population group, such as young people or people who don't speak English. 37 Obtaining representative samples is quite difficult. Declining response rates has made it difficult to survey certain groups, who may preference particular parties. In Britain, Mitchell suggests that Conservative voters are more likely to refuse participation in surveys and be unresponsive to opinion polling. 38 Likewise, voters from non-English speaking backgrounds may be missed in surveys due to communication and translation difficulties. It should also be noted that there is a correlation between areas with high levels of informal voting and high proportions of residents from nonEnglish speaking backgrounds. 39 Another factor that affects representative samples is that telephone interviewers are more likely to find that relying on surveying households with landline phones may result in sample distortions. Changes in technology have resulted in declining landline rates and an increase in mobile phone-only households. Extensive research has now been conducted into the effect of mobile phones in survey research. 40 Certain demographics, such as young people, are more likely to be mobile phone-only households, meaning that they may be underrepresented in polling research. 41 According to Zurkin, a registration based sampling of individuals (drawn from lists of registered voters) in the United States may miss people who have unlisted telephone numbers or have recently moved, meaning they could miss, for example, approximately 30 per cent of those with landline telephones in New Jersey, who 'tend to be younger, more urban and more Democratic in their voting behaviour'. 42 Another issue in respondent selection is that in calling a landline, studies have shown that women who are older are most likely to answer the phone. Telephone interviews conducted during the day may be more likely to interview those who are unemployed or are stay-at-home parents. 43 Some interviewers may try to randomise respondent selection by asking to speak to particular persons in the household or perhaps the person in the household who most recently had a birthday. Such sampling distortions are intended to be overcome through weighting, which will be discussed below.
Dealing with Uncommitted Responses
Polling groups take different approaches to dealing with 'don't know'/uncommitted and non responses. Some groups exclude from their calculations these responses, while others may decide to allocate responses according to the respondents' political leaning. Some polling groups will also allocate 'don't know' responses in votingintention polls in proportion to the stated estimate of support for each party, rather than political leaning. 44 Gallup identified several shortfalls in public opinion surveys, such as:  Respondents may not have any knowledge whatsoever of the issue being surveyed;  No distinction is made between people who give 'snap'/'off the top of the head' judgements as opposed to those who have actually weighed the pros and cons of an issue;  Responses are usually categorised into 'Yes' and 'No' answers whereas some complex issues cannot be reduced to a single, dichotomous question.
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In terms of public polling to assess election outcomes, excluding uncommitted and non responses may make particular sense in jurisdictions where voting is not compulsory, since it is less likely that people who don't have an opinion or have no interest in politics will vote. However, in jurisdictions where voting is compulsory, such as Australia, excluding uncommitted and non responses could result in a significant disparity between opinion polling results and actual election outcomes.
Gallup proposed that those who have no 'familiarity with the topic' be excluded from polls. In facilitating this, Gallup developed a 'quintamensional' approach to question design, which was based on five categories of questions in gauging opinion, the first of which was a 'filter' question that attempted to exclude those who had no familiarity with the topic. Other categories aimed to gauge intensity of opinion and the reasons for those opinions. Gallup sought to overcome many of the criticisms associated with public opinion surveys, such as: by excluding those who give 'snap' judgements; by testing that respondents understand the questions asked; by understanding why respondents hold certain views; and, by considering the intensity with which opinions are held.
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On the issue of lack of knowledge of a subject, and the capacity for this to skew or vary results, Murray Goot examined polls in relation to the Mabo case in the 1990s. Goot states that one of the reasons why the polls in the Mabo case were able to generate varying, and even contradictory responses, may well have been due to the fact that many respondents had little or no information on which to base a judgement, and when forced to choose an answer might have been easily led. 47 Goot referred to Gallup's method of excluding those with no familiarity with a topic, stating that 'those with no opinion, as the cliché has it, have no opinion to represent'. 48 Influential French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu was also of the opinion that 'no answers' should be eliminated in opinion polling since 'That's what is done in an election where there are blank or void voting slips'.
49
Strength of Opinion
Quantitative opinion polls often do not take into account the strength of opinion a person may hold towards a subject or candidate. Opinion polls compile opinions into categories, and often respondents are only able to select one of two or more answers. By seeking to categorise people and their opinions, John Dryzek states that opinion surveys reduce those studied to objects with bundles of attributes, in order to produce an instrumental result.
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In dealing with political party questions, polling groups may prompt respondents to decide which party they may have a greater 'leaning towards', in order to avoid uncommitted responses. Respondents may select an option; however their responses are weighted equally with persons who may feel very strongly about a political party.
Polling groups in jurisdictions where voting is not compulsory face additional challenges. Polling groups may attempt to counter potential discrepancies by asking respondents if they intend to vote prior to ascertaining their opinion; however the respondent may be intending to vote and still be undecided and/or may be highly responsive to political rhetoric in the final days of a campaign. Furthermore, polling groups often report that there is a discrepancy between respondents' self-reports of intentions to vote and actual turnout. 51 As noted earlier, polls -election polls included -capture only a snapshot of the public mood at a certain moment in time.
Weighting
After polls are conducted, polling groups may realise that certain demographics are over-or under-represented in surveys and will therefore often adjust data to offer a more accurate reflection of wider society. 'Weighting' refers to the adjustments that are made to ensure that the surveys are representative of the population, with regard to demographics, gender and age, often using Census data. This can assist in overcoming issues such as when people refuse to take part in the survey, or cannot be included because they do not have a landline. 47 M. Goot (1993a) An aggregate of recent phone polls may also be used in 'weighting' by some polling groups to 'smooth the ups and downs'.
52 Polling groups will often take additional information into account so that raw numbers can be adjusted to better match the profile of the public. For example, gathering information not only on voting preferences and behaviour but also information on the respondents' age and gender might be compared with census data in order to reflect the population as a whole.
Another complicating factor in relation to the weighting of responses is the circumstance of preferential voting systems. These can pose difficulties for polling groups, particularly during elections where minority party preferences result in major party candidates being elected who did not gain the most first-preference votes. 53 In calculating their two-party-preferred vote, some polling groups ask voters who state they intend to vote for a minor party or independent candidate, who they intend to give their second preference to.
Question Design
Question design is a key factor that can potentially result in differences between the results obtained by various polling groups on the one hand, and between opinion polls and actual election outcomes on the other. Gallup wrote in 1947 that too much attention had been directed towards different sampling techniques to describe variations in results and too little towards question design. 54 Gallup also noted that question wordings are not always understood by everyone to mean the same thing.
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There are many issues concerning question design, including: the phrasing and tone of questions asked; the number of questions asked; the order in which questions are asked; the use of key words, including emotive, biased or suggestive language; and the values inherent within the questions asked, to name just a few. Opinion polls tend to ask targeted questions, related to a specific issue, which may or may not be of importance to the interviewee, but by their very asking, may influence respondent's attitudes about the value and prominence of such issues.
As Murray Goot notes, 'People may speak through the polls but only when the polls ask them, only in response to questions framed by the polls and only through the words allowed by the polls; in short, only on the polls' terms'. 56 Australian opinion pollsters Gary Morgan and Michele Levine note that many commissioned and commercial market research surveys are 'worthless because of biased questions'.
57
Neutral Questions
A related issue to question design is whether a question that is posed can ever be truly neutral. For Schuman and Presser no attitude question can be completely neutral 'since the mere act of inquiring about a subject may sharpen the definition of it as an "issue"'. 58 As P. Nonetheless, Schuman and Presser use examples to illustrate how questions can be more or less neutral in the way they are posed. Questions that offer a brief statement of an issue can be compared with more loaded questions which may contain 'both a question and an influence attempt'. 60 Demonstrating the impact of question design and the difficulty in ensuring a question's neutrality, Scott Keeter cited the example of a 1992 New York Times poll which asked respondents if they favoured spending more money for 'welfare', to which only 23 per cent said yes. However, when asked if they favoured spending more on 'assistance to the poor', nearly two-thirds of respondents said yes.
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Stephen Mills identified in his 1986 book, The New Machine Men, that polling can change people: 'poll respondents can be flattered by the attention, annoyed by the interruption, threatened by the challenge of a poll, each of which may influence the answers they give'.
62 They may also be educated by the information they are given about the issues contained in the polls. 63 An extreme example of an 'influence attempt' can be seen in 'push polling', which is discussed in further detail below.
Interviewer Bias
Oskamp and Schultz cite several problems in public opinion polling related to the effect the interviewer may have on responses, including: lack of personal sensitivity, inadequate training, variations in their reading of questions (from one interview to the next and among different interviewers within the same polling group), variations in reacting to respondent's answers, interviewers expectations and interviewers' attitudes, age, race and gender.
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Timing
As expressed in the quotes preceding the introduction of this paper, the mood of the nation can vary from day to day and predicting the nation's mood can be somewhat like shooting a moving target, particularly when certain political issues arise or sudden changes occur. However, it is generally agreed that for opinion polling on voting intentions, the closer the poll is taken to the actual election the more accurate the poll is likely to be. In the recent Victorian election for example, polls taken immediately prior to the election detected a swing to the Coalition; earlier polling had the ALP ahead.
Voter Turnout
Another factor that has accounted for variations in the accuracy of political opinion polling is voter turnout. While Australian polling groups are confronted with many issues that affect the accuracy in gauging public opinion, Australian polls have generally maintained greater accuracy in indicating election outcomes than other jurisdictions where voting is not compulsory. Beed noted that not only do polling 59 Bourdieu (1979) groups in the United States and Great Britain have to cope with the variables and factors that affect voting intentions, and which have been outlined in this paper, in addition they must also take into account voter turnout. 65 Numerous factors can influence voter turnout on the day of the election, factors that operate at both an individual 'micro-level' (such as income, education, interest in politics) to the 'macro-level' of the political system. Other variables include the weather on the day, the location of polling stations, voter registration procedures and what day of the week the election is held. 66 
Other Factors
Noted public opinion scholar, Herbert Blumer said that public opinion 'gets its form from the social framework in which it moves'. 67 As demonstrated above, numerous factors inherent in the opinion polling process can influence the result of opinion polls. More than technical aspects and issues in communication and comprehension, research on mass communications, social psychology, behavioural psychology and market research has revealed that many psychological and social factors also affect opinion polling.
Recent research has examined the influence of opinion polls on expectations, suggesting that voters may base their decision in voting in elections 'not only on [their] own preference but on expectations of what other voters will do'. 68 For example, voters may vote for a candidate they believe is 'viable' or 'electable' rather than their preferred candidate, who they may perceive will not receive enough support to be elected. 69 Galen Irwin and Joop Van Holsteyn state that these considerations and calculations made by voters (which are based on expectations that may be 'wishful thinking' or may be formed cognitively, such as from information acquired from opinion polls themselves) are a form of strategic or tactical voting. 70 In addition to voting 'strategically' in elections, people therefore may also respond to polls 'strategically rather than truthfully'. 71 Participants may, for example, express certain views in opinion polls to convey dissatisfaction with certain policies and hence send a message to political parties, which may or may not reflect their true voting intentions. 72 Indeed, as Vincent-Wayne Mitchell identifies, the consequences are different for participants responding to opinion polls, as opposed to answering the ballot form questions. 73 Mitchell states 'opinion polls reflect opinions, and elections reflect the country's wishes for government, and that these need not be, and at many times are not, the same'. 74 Political scientist Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann examined the effects of the media and public opinion in 1973, arguing that the mass media had a powerful effect on the forming of opinion and an individual's perception about where public opinion lies. According to the 'spiral of silence', which is her theory that asserts that individuals will be inclined to remain silent if they believe their opinion is in the minority, individuals have a 'fear of isolation', a fear of being rejected by society and in response are constantly observing the behaviours of those around them and seeing which ideas and behaviours gain approval and disapproval from society. It is worth noting that Noelle-Neumann defined public opinion as 'controversial opinions that one is able to express in public without becoming isolated'. 75 In the United Kingdom, many polling organisations have, in the last two decades, reported a 'spiral of silence' phenomenon. In British politics 'the shy Tory effect', and, more recently, the 'shy Labour effect' have been terms used by many journalists to describe the phenomenon whereby people seek to conceal unpopular attitudes towards those parties. 76 For example, Andrew Cooper, director of Populus, the polling group for The Times, noted in 2004 that a shift had occurred in what was politically 'fashionable': … in place of Shy Tories we now have Bashful Blairites, people unwilling to admit to pollsters or their friends that they will support the Prime Minister. Once so fashionable, new Labour has now gone out of fashion. 77 In such instances, raw polling data is compromised and may 'produce a substantially different picture of the political balance'. 78 In countering this effect, polling groups will often adjust data to accommodate for 'shy voters'. However, as Daniel Finkelstein identifies, it can be increasingly difficult to assess which way such data should be adjusted.
PART C: AUSTRALIAN POLLING GROUPS
Polling Groups
The modern national pollster is far more than an objective data collector or mere engineer or statistician. He is an analytic interpreter, a grand strategist, and to some, a Delphic oracle.
-Larry Sabato
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Leading up to an election, many journalists, politicians, academics and the general public want to know which polls have a proven record for accuracy. Studies have reported that polling error has been declining with advances in sampling and survey research. For example, the US National Council on Public Polls (NCPP) have analysed polling results from presidential election campaigns from the past 50 years. The NCPP report that, when compared with election outcomes, average polling error has been declining, with an average poll error of 1.9 percentage points per candidate between 1956 and 1996. Importantly, most of these polls surveyed were taken just prior to the election. 81 Some journalists and bloggers have also begun compiling track records of polling groups. 82 However, as this paper has demonstrated, notwithstanding the most meticulous sampling, it is quite difficult to make such assessments given the fluid and unpredictable nature of polling and of human behaviour. The 'polling disasters', such as the 1980 Australian election 'polling disaster', cited below, provide examples of how difficult it is to form judgements as to the most reliable and accurate polling group. Basing one's assessment on past polling group accuracy does not necessary provide a reliable indication since, as Rodney Tiffen states: … the past is never a perfect guide to the future. In both economics and politics we are dealing with complex and, even more importantly, open systems… In reviewing polling, by its nature we are dealing with probabilities and juggling uncertainties, and caution is called for. 83 Many commentators have noted that polls are reported widely in the media with little attention given to their limitations or margin of error, perhaps due to a lack of understanding of the pitfalls of opinion polls. In fact, Leigh and Wolfer suggest that polling groups should provide more guidance to their clients as to their '(in)ability to forecast election outcomes' and propose that polling groups should double their margin of error. 84 However, as David Broughton states, 'However imperfect polls may be, they will retain the status of an indispensable tool whose performance at elections is undoubtedly an important aspect of their value'.
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Comparing polling organisations
86 Furthermore, they note that direct comparison is difficult due to the differences in the questions asked by the main polling organisations. 87 Other factors that inhibit the comparison of polling results from different polling groups include differences in methodologies used, sample sizes, and in approaches to dealing with 'don't know', uncommitted and 'non' responses.
88 Nonetheless, while it may be impossible to compare one poll with another, the polls can be compared against the actual election result. The section below offers a brief summary of the different polling organisations and how they generally conduct their polling.
Roy Morgan
Roy Morgan Research was founded by Roy Morgan in 1941 and had a monopoly on media polling in Australia until 1971, when the Saulwick poll began.
89 Roy Morgan Research is the only Australian-owned independent polling company that is not owned by a media organisation. The results of the Morgan Poll are published by newspapers, magazines, television, the Internet, radio and online subscription services, such as Crikey.
Roy Morgan Research broadly follows the Gallup model. 90 The Morgan poll predominately uses face-to-face polling, unlike the other three major Australian polling groups which conduct their polling by telephone.
91 Gary Morgan states the Morgan poll's reason for preferring face-to-face polls is that their 'interpretation has always been that telephone polls measure the "mood" or the "emotional" response to an issue, whereas face-to-face polls measure the more considered response'. 92 He notes that as respondents' vote on the day will be a considered one, face-to-face opinion polling best measures the electorate's considered response.
Roy Morgan excludes 'uncommitted responses' and urges those who say they are 'uncommitted' to name the party they lean towards.
Newspoll
Newspoll Market Research is an Australian company that was established in 1985 as
94 Newspoll also conducts polling on political issues, such as asylum seekers, troop deployment in Afghanistan and environmental issues. Like Roy Morgan, Newspoll also excludes uncommitted responses and tries to encourage respondents to name the party they lean towards.
Nielsen
The Galaxy surveys are generally conducted by phone interviews of a sample of around 800 voters. The data is weighted and projected to reflect the Australian population.
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Overseeing Polling Organisations
Several organisations and associations exist to monitor and oversee polling organisations, to provide guidelines for polling groups and to offer guidance to journalists who may be reporting on the results of polls. In Australia, there is the Australian Market and Social Research Society and the Australian Press Council (APC), which is the self-regulatory body of the Australian print media. The APC issues guidelines outlining certain details that should be published in opinion poll reports. The APC's most recent guidelines were published in July 2001, which include:  The identity of the poll sponsor (if any) and the name of the polling organisation;  The exact wording of the question(s) asked;  The sample size and method;  A definition of the population from which the sample was drawn; and,  Which of the results are based on only part of the sample (e.g. men or women; adherents of particular political parties; and the base number from which percentages were derived).
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They note that information relating to how and where the interviews were carried out, the date of when the interviews were carried out and who carried out the polls is information that may be included. They also note that in reporting opinion polls it should be made clear if the results were generated by self-selected respondents (such as where people are invited to call in to register a vote) or proper statistical sampling (such as where people are randomly phoned and asked their opinion).
The APC states that in the case of polls with a 'marked political content' more information is needed so that the public is 'able to judge properly the value of the poll 97 Miskin, (2004) The first person who transmits the results of an election survey must provide the following with the result: the name of the sponsor, the name of the person or organization that conducted the survey [pollster];… the period during which the survey was conducted; the population from which the sample of respondents was drawn; the number of people who were contacted… and, if applicable, the margin of error.
PART D: THE IMPACTS OF OPINION POLLS
Elections, Politicians, Policy and Influence
Polls and Elections
As already noted, there is significant potential for opinion polls to influence voting intentions and behaviour. Extensive research has been conducted into the social psychology of opinion formation, and the impacts of opinion polling on voter behaviour. Many commentators argue that a 'bandwagon' effect can take place, when polls indicate a clear leader, which suggests that some voters may be inclined to vote for 'the winning side' and therefore vote according to the party or individual with majority support. Likewise, other commentators have suggested a reverse effect can occur in the same situation. Often referred to as the 'underdog' effect, this sees voters supporting the party or individual that is lagging behind in the polls and not performing as well. 106 Yet another theory, termed the 'backlash effect', holds that voters may not want to see a government elected with a very large majority, and therefore may vote against a party that is leading in opinion polls by a large percentage. This could be said to have the same outcome as the underdog effect, but via a different motivation. 107 From another perspective, opinion polling has also been seen as creating voter apathy or pre-determining results. Scott Keeter from the Pew Research Center suggests there is a suspicion that polls induce political passivity by telling people what they think. 108 Attesting to 'poll power', several countries restrict or ban the publication of preelection opinion polls for this reason. As Catherine Marsh notes, the idea that opinion polls might affect what people think is 'threatening to this individuated notion of public opinion, and is threatening to the claim of pollsters that the opinion polls reflect public opinion…' 109 Clearly the relationship of opinion polling to voter behaviour is highly complex and a contested area of research.
Opinion polls don't just affect the views of individuals, but are also capable of impacting on the behaviour of parties in an election context. Australian pollsters Gary Morgan and Michele Levine see the Morgan Gallup Poll's inability to correctly indicate the winning party (the National Party) for the 1986 Queensland election as due to the National Party changing strategies after seeing unfavourable results of an opinion poll that was conducted 11 days prior to the election. 110 They state, 'The Queensland election remains probably the best example of how a political party can, after seeing results of a political poll, change their complete strategy and successfully turnaround what seemed to everyone to be inevitable failure'.
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Since polls do have the potential to influence politics and election results several countries ban the publication of polls immediately before elections. 112 In 2003, F. Spangenberg from The Foundation for Information released a report into the freedom to publish opinion polls. This report found that 46 per cent of the countries covered had embargos on the publication of poll results on or prior to election day. The main reason identified for restricting the publication of polls was to 'protect the dignity of the democratic process'. 113 Other reasons included the right of privacy and national security. The report cited that in Cyprus, which had an embargo of seven days before an election, regulations were also proposed that completed questionnaires should be submitted to a committee of Members of Parliament together with methodological and sample details before any results of polls are published. 114 Greece introduced an embargo of 15 days, but allowed politicians to still commission opinion polls during the period as long as the general public were not allowed access to the results.
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Spangenberg's report notes that for years in France the results of polls prior to elections were allowed to be reported in other countries but not in France. France recently reduced its embargo on the publication of opinion polls from seven days to the day before an election since French citizens were able to access the results of French polls on foreign websites.
116
Australia has no laws prohibiting or regulating the publication of opinion polls. 117 However, in Victoria the publishing of exit poll data is banned during voting hours (see below 'Exit Polling').
Politicians, Policy and Polls
In 1940, Gallup and Rae argued that polls would help the politician to better represent the general public since they allowed politicians to gauge majority views and avoid 'the kind of distorted picture sent to them by telegraph enthusiasts and overzealous pressure groups who claim to speak for all the people, but actually only speak for themselves '. 118 Another advantage to polls that politicians have reported is that polling on issues has been useful for breaking down the isolation they may experience within their electorate. 119 Prior to opinion polls, politicians essentially had either to guess the public's opinion on issues, or conduct their own 'straw polls' of 110 G. Morgan Opinion polls can offer immediate feedback to politicians about their party's, or their individual performance. There are numerous instances where public polls, or internal party polls, have influenced decisions by, and concerning, party leaderships. Stephen Mills cites the example of the extraordinary 75 per cent approval rating for Prime Minister Bob Hawke, early in his prime ministership, which, he said, resulted in a 'dangerous decision' to call an early election, which reduced his majority. 121 Both public and internal political party polls have also been influential in leadership changes and changes to election policies. Mills commented that personal popularity polls can be self-defeating as they can generate pressures out of proportion to their real significance.
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As Gosselin and Petry note, 'Polls give the public a voice in which to speak directly to policy-makers and also ensure that politicians cannot go against the will of the public for long or claim support that they do not have'. 123 Similarly, David Broughton notes that polls can 'tell ordinary people what others are thinking, rather than people having to rely on what politicians assert about the public mood'. 124 However, Bogart suggests that polls may also 'make politicians self-conscious about the views they express' and hence may constrict public debate. 125 On the one hand, politicians are often accused of being opinion poll-driven rather than policy-driven. 126 On the other hand, politicians who do not pay attention to public opinion can be accused of being arrogant, of not listening to their constituents, or not being 'in touch' with voters. 127 Nevertheless, in modern culture, with national constituencies often comprising tens (if not hundreds) of millions of people, opinion polling does provide, at the very least, a potential conduit or context within which politicians as representatives can engage their publics in debate, across a range of matters, beyond just the electoral cycle.
By charting the mentions of opinion polls in news articles, the Pew Research Report, But What Do the Polls Show?, demonstrates the rise in the influence of, and reliance on, opinion polls in reports by newspaper and wire services. The Pew Research Report graph shows that the surveyed news sources only made mention of opinion polls a few times in the 1960s. However, by the 2000s, mentions of opinion polls in the media had jumped to between 6,000 and 8,000 per annum. 128 The same Pew
Research Report tracks several key moments in which opinion polls have influenced American politics, noting that public opinion probably 'restrained' the Reagan administration's intervention in Nicaragua, leading some to argue that the Reagan administration was poll-driven. 129 Another notable example of opinion polls affecting politics is the 'Lewinsky affair'.
While under attack from his political opponents and under threat of impeachment, the approval ratings for President Bill Clinton actually rose in polls by Gallup, Pew Research Center and other national surveys. These polls indicated that the public was more upset by the way the media and his opponents had treated President Clinton than by his alleged misbehaviour, which 'led to a transformation of the Washington establishment's judgment of his political viability'. 130 Andrew Kohut, author of the Pew report, stated:
The public stood by Clinton through each chapter of the saga: his grand jury testimony, his admission of lying, the revelations of the Starr report, and ultimately the Republican vote to impeach him. He ended the year with a 71% approval rating. His party actually picked up eight seats in the House of Representatives -an unusual occurrence for a second-term president, let alone one about to be impeached. It is inconceivable to think that public opinion could have had such an impact in an era prior to the emergence of the media polls. 131 Though difficult to measure, several studies have indicated that public opinion affects public and social policy. In America, Page and Shapiro found congruence between changes in preferences and in policy, stating that 'public opinion is often a proximate cause of policy, affecting policy more than policy influences opinion'. 132 However, Page also notes, 'when opinion and policy correspond, it is extremely difficult to sort out whether public opinion has influenced policy, or policy has influenced opinion, or there has been some mixture of reciprocal processes; or, indeed, whether an outside factor, by affecting both, has produced a spurious relationship'. 
Polling -Failures and Successes
With so many factors influencing voting intentions, the media, politicians and pollsters often have great difficulty forecasting election results. Analysis of polls following elections often suggest numerous and multifaceted reasons for over-or under-estimating voting intentions. However, there have been certain elections that have been referred to as 'polling disasters' due to the inability of polling organisations to indicate election results.
United States
Perhaps the most famous of all 'polling disasters' was the US 1948 presidential election, the result of which surprised and embarrassed polling groups, journalists and newspapers. Polling groups and newspapers were so convinced that Republican candidate, Thomas E. Dewey, would defeat incumbent President Harry S. Truman that early editions of newspapers had already been printed with headlines announcing Dewey's victory. 134 Stephen Mills, in his account of this polling disaster cites the famous election-night photograph (see below) of the winner of that election, Harry S. Truman, holding a Chicago Daily Tribune with its front page headline declaring 'Dewey Defeats Truman'. 
United Kingdom
Similarly, in the 1970 UK general election three out of four opinion polls indicated a clear Labour victory, but failed to detect a late swing to the Conservatives, which won the election by three percentage points. 136 Nonetheless, the UK general election of 1992 is regarded as the worst polling disaster in the history of polling in the UK, where over 50 polls were conducted and errors were 'far in excess of expected sampling variation'. 137 Four polls published on the morning of the election were significantly out in their indications, with average support for the Conservatives indicated at 38 per cent (actual result was 42 per cent), Labour at 39 per cent (34 per cent actual) and the Liberal Democrats at 19 per cent (18 per cent actual). 138 The 1992 UK experience led to a two year inquiry by the Market Research Society of Great Britain, which found four factors had contributed to the under-estimation of the Conservative vote: Conservative voters were 'more reluctant to be interviewed or to say how they would vote than Labour voters'; the sample of people chosen for interview were 'skewed too much towards traditional Labour voters'; Labour voters failed to go to the polls; and, there was a late swing to the Conservatives.
The many and divergent reasons proffered as the cause of this polling 'disaster' does underscore the limitations and challenges which polling groups inevitably face in indicating election results. Indeed, Rosemary Bell from the Australian Commonwealth Parliamentary Library notes that the 1992 UK experience led the main polling companies to make significant changes to the way they conduct their polls. Three companies (MORI, NOP and Harris) decided to stick with quota sampling, but to seek more representative samples, while some other companies decided to ask respondents how they had voted previously. 140 Gallup and ICM partly or wholly switched from quota to random sampling and now interview over the telephone rather than face-to-face.
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Australia Australia's most commonly cited 'polling disaster' occurred in the 1980 federal election, when public opinion polls 'committed the ultimate sin of indicating the wrong winner'.
142 Polls had consistently shown the ALP ahead of the Coalition, yet Malcolm Fraser won his third general election in a row. While the polls indicated the wrong winner, David Butler reminds us that this error needs to be kept in perspective, noting that the Morgan poll suggested a 51 to 49 division in favour of Labor, which was only 1.4 per cent from the actual result.
Furthermore, in the 1950s and 1960s when the Morgan poll 'acquired its enviable reputation for accuracy' the Morgan poll's indications had an error of over three per cent for four elections in a row. Butler also stated that the worst poll indication in 1983 came from the Irving Saulwick's Age poll, which had had the best record of accuracy through the 1970s. Butler writes that most of these polls were based on interviews that were taken a week prior to the election. 143 He notes that 'the polls themselves may have had a significant impact', stating:
As the forecasts of a Labor victory struck home, there may well have been some swing back to the Liberals by cautious voters who did not wish to risk a change in government. In Britain there has been good reason to suppose that the polls have had a self-falsifying quality in recent elections, with a significant number of people switching their vote in order to cut down on the majority of the party which the polls show to be ahead. It is plausible that this also happened in Australia in 1980. 144 Butler states that the 1980 election may be remembered for the impact of the polls as much as for their error. He states:
The fact that the polls got the 1980 result wrong will not mean that they are abandoned next time… Australian polls are unlikely to be damaged by this disaster 140 Bell (1997) op. cit. 141 ibid. 142 D. Butler 'Introduction' in Penniman (1983) op. cit., p. 4. 143 ibid. Dr Denis Muller, who worked with Irving Saulwick on the Saulwick Poll from 1984 to 1993, stated that one of the factors in 1980 was that polls were conducted face-to-face, which was labourintensive. Some polls were done over the last two weekends before polling day, meaning that half the data was two weeks old by the time the results were published. Dr Muller noted that during the 1987, 1990 and 1993 federal election campaigns, the Saulwick Age Poll conducted its last pre-election poll between 6pm and 9pm on the eve of the election, with the results in The Age and the Sydney Morning Herald the next morning, providing greater accuracy in part because they were taken so close to the election. Personal communication with Dr Denis Muller, 6 June 2011. 144 ibid., p. 5. any more than the American polls were damaged by an even greater disaster in 1948. The simple fact is that there is nowhere else to turn. 145 Butler concluded that, 'Nowhere in the world has a debacle for the polls diminished their use in subsequent elections'. 146 Many commentators have been more interested in discussing opinion polling disasters, perhaps because the factors that can contribute to their imprecision are numerous, some of which offer fascinating insights into individual and group psychology. Nonetheless, it is important to acknowledge that opinion polling and survey research has made significant improvements since its beginnings and many opinion polls have offered remarkable accuracy, notwithstanding the limiting circumstances in which they are conducted. For example, in the lead up to the Victorian state election, the main opinion polling groups indicated a late swing to the Coalition and all the main polling groups had a high level of accuracy, all being within 1.6 per cent of the actual election result, well within the sampling margin of error.
147 Table 1 , below, shows the results of two-party preferred polling undertaken by four polls in the final days before the 2010 Victorian state election, with the final row showing the actual election result. 
Journalists and Polls
Most people hear and receive information on the results of surveys and polls through news reports, either via print or electronic media. In whatever form of media, journalists play an important role in reporting and interpreting the information contained in polls to the public, and are thus in a relatively powerful position. These news reports may inform the public of approval ratings of political leaders, or on other social issues, such as what the public thinks about crime in society, or unemployment. Reports of this nature not only inform the public, and potentially influence the agenda of politicians, they also influence the agenda setting of newspapers and media outlets themselves, which can use polls to gauge the issues that are important to the public, and thus help sell the newspapers or media source. 152 Opinion polls that are reported publicly are predominately commissioned or sponsored by newspapers and other media sources. As mentioned earlier, newspaper polling has been traced back to the 1820s. 153 Polls have been used by journalists for market research and to provide the basis for news stories. 154 As noted by Sheldon Gawiser and G. Evans Witt, the use of poll data in journalism is, however, controversial. Some commentators argue that journalists have used polls to shape news coverage, a practice that is compared to politicians adjusting their stances to fit public opinion. 155 Leigh and Wolfer argue that the media needs to display caution in interpreting changes from one poll to the next, noting, 'Journalists who write about changes in poll movements without discussing the margin of error may well be guilty of misleading their readers'. 156 Leigh and Wolfer also argue for less poll dominated journalism overall, stating that would be a boon to Australian election commentary, creating space for more substantive discussion of policies. 157 As noted in the above section, organisations that oversee the reporting of polls encourage journalists to recognise the limitations of polls and to include details of the methodology used in obtaining survey results and the poll's margin of error. Gawiser and Witt have produced a comprehensive guide for journalists to assist them in assessing a poll's merits, including 20 questions that a journalist should ask to help them decide how to report on poll results, which include: who did the poll?; who paid for the poll and why was it done?; how many people were interviewed for the While it might be assumed that exit polls should bear a close resemblance to election poll outcomes, exit polls still face a number of constraints and limitations, particularly as many voters have been reluctant to disclose their voting behaviour, even postvoting. A particularly revealing example of this phenomenon was evident in the 1992 UK general election, referred to above. Two exit polls indicated a hung parliament, however, as mentioned, the actual result saw the Conservative Party retain government. In reference to the 1992 UK election, Robert Harris noted in the Sunday Times: 'I have reached the reluctant conclusion that ours is a nation of liars. People lied about their intentions up to the moment of voting, and went on lying even as they left the polling station'.
159 As Moon notes, if people had lied to the pollsters about the 1992 UK election, it would be virtually impossible to detect this as they would most likely lie at recall interviews. 160 For British statistician T. M. F. Smith, the 1992 'statistical disaster' can only be explained by biases 'specific to the context of the 1992 election' since previous election results had provided greater accuracy. 161 Nonetheless, elections are often held in unique contexts and all analyses of polls, including exit polls, or elections, for that matter, have to be retrospective. Indeed, Mitchell notes that in order to fully explain all the many factors that influence expressed political opinion and electoral behaviour 'one would require several volumes of text and consideration of many examples, not only of previous elections but also of future elections'.
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Private Polling -Focus Groups
While opinion polling can be used to gauge how many people will vote in a certain way, focus groups are intended to draw out the reasons, thought processes and motivations behind why people vote in a certain way. Focus groups have been used since the 1940s by companies testing products, advertising slogans and target audiences to understand not only their position commercially but also how to improve 159 R. Harris (1992) 'We are a nation of liars', Sunday Times, 12 April. 160 op. cit., p. 128. 161 See T. M. F. Smith (1996) op. cit., pp. 535-545. 162 op. cit., p. 4. their image and accessibility. Many scholars have reported that there is a growing trend of political parties moving away from a 'product-oriented approach', that is, a political product based on ideology, to a 'consumer-orientated attitude'. 163 A principle distinction between opinion polling and focus groups is that the latter tend to be conducted privately and the results are not publicly available. The methodologies used in focus group research also differ to those used in opinion polling.
In recent decades, Australian political parties have used focus groups, not only to ascertain voter sentiment, but also to develop and test key messages, policies and slogans. Stephen Mills notes that 'political candidates need to know not just the state of public opinion but how to respond to it, how to exploit it, how, sometimes, to manipulate it'. 164 The use of 'strategic pollsters' by political parties was already well established in the 1970s, as Mills identifies in a chapter devoted largely to Rod Cameron, who was Labor's chief pollster from 1972, and George Camakaris, who conducted research for the Liberal Party since 1973. 165 Writing in 1986, Mills wrote that 'discussion groups', as focus groups were formerly referred to, sidestep many of the issues of quantitative research as they capitalise 'on the inevitability of human intervention' since strategic researchers, serving political candidates, 'do not seek to be impartial scorekeepers'. 166 While quantitative polls are usually published, focus group results are often kept private with moderators acting as 'partisan problem solvers' with the 'aim to provide the candidate with strategic advice'. 167 Mill noted, 'Instead of being the scorekeeper, [focus group researchers] have become involved in the game; indeed, they sit in the coach's box'.
Political commentators, such as Michelle Grattan and George Megalogenis, have been critical of the use of focus groups, arguing that relying too heavily on focus groups affects party leadership, values and ideologies. 171 Marketing Professor Pascale Quester from the University of Adelaide stated: 'the use of focus groups in politics is actually the death of the conviction politician' and that reliance on focus groups to devise strategies means politicians 'have no ideas of their own, no ideology of their own, no underlying principles'. 172 Numerous articles, including several editorial pieces, have featured in Australian broadsheets expressing criticism of political groups' dependence on focus groups and market research. 173 However, focus groups have been useful in helping candidates decide whether to run, what issues are important to the electorate, to assess their image, to identify key subgroup breakdowns of likely supporters, inform resource allocation (where to advertise) and to measure the progress of a campaign. 174 In the wake of the criticism following the 2010 Australian federal election, several market researchers defended the use of such groups arguing that they had the potential to provide useful analysis on how campaigns were being received by electorates. Simon Webb, the research director for Parker & Partners, a bipartisan public affairs firm, noted that the criticism directed towards focus groups is undeserved. He said that policymakers are increasingly short of time and separated from the community at large and that focus groups provide a way for political leaders to engage with the community 'without having that conversation hijacked by vocal minority interests or by the media'. 175 For Webb, focus groups provide an understanding about what is on the public mind but these groups should not be used to set the policy agenda. He called for better use of focus groups to prevent problems, such as reading a group too literally, asking the wrong questions and/or not delving deeply enough into the issue at hand.
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Push Polling
'Push polling' is a term used to describe an election technique by which a poll appears to be taken and participants are asked to participate in a survey in which the questions are, as the British Polling Council notes, 'thinly-veiled accusations against an opponent'. 177 Push polling and opinion polling should not be conflated. The British Polling Council state:
The purpose of "push polls" is to spread rumours and even outright lies about opponents. These efforts are not polls, but political manipulation trying to hide behind the smokescreen of a public opinion survey… The focus here is on making certain the respondent hears and understands the accusation in the question, not in gathering the respondent's opinions. "Push polls" have no connection with genuine opinion surveys.
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Kathy Frankovic, Director of Surveys for CBS News states, '… a push poll isn't a poll at all. A push poll is political telemarketing masquerading as a poll'. 179 Notable examples include the 2000 United States Republican Party primaries, where it was alleged that George W. Bush's campaign used push polling to influence the campaign of John McCain. Voters in South Carolina were reportedly asked, 'Would you be more likely or less likely to vote for John McCain for president if you knew he had fathered an illegitimate black child?' While the poll's allegation were untrue (McCain and his wife had adopted a child from Bangladesh), the question was intended to garner support for Bush from voters in the South, particularly the religious right. 180 There have also been examples of push polling in elections in Australia. George Williams cites an example from the Northern Territory in which the Opposition alleged that a poll was taken two days before the 1995 territory election in which voters were asked if they would change their votes if they knew certain 'facts' about the Opposition, such as that if the Opposition were elected they would 'introduce two sets of laws -one for blacks and another for whites'. 181 Williams stated:
When undertaken at the close of a campaign, perhaps within 48 hours of voting, push polling can have a devastating effect. The planting of a seed of doubt about the integrity of a candidate, particularly when the information is given a veneer of authenticity by its inclusion in a supposedly independent poll, can be highly effective in swinging a person's vote from one candidate to another. 
Further Developments in Measuring Public Opinion Social Networking
Other developments in technology, communication, social networking and market research are influencing the development of public opinion polling and the forecasting of elections. For example, in Japan and the United Kingdom, polling groups are now analysing 'Tweets' on social networking site Twitter to examine how social media influences public opinion. In the 2009 Japan general election, a study by software engineers and PhD graduates from Tokyo University found that in the majority of constituencies, the most mentioned candidate in Tweets was successful in winning the seat. 183 Japan's cabinet banned candidates from using Twitter in their election campaign, citing the Public Officers Election Law which prohibits online campaigning. 184 Politicians are permitted to have personal web sites but are prohibited from updating them during an election campaign. 185 Following the Japan study, UK polling group Tweetminster has begun to use data on Twitter to understand public opinion and whether there are correlations between word-of-mouth on social media and election results. 186 The rise of blogs and other social networking and media sites have given politicians more material with which to discern the public mood and public opinion. Research into the effect of social networking media on public opinion and the political process is currently being undertaken by governments, academics, lobby groups and market research groups.
Media Monitors Group communications manager, Patrick Baume, has argued that social media is a better qualitative tool than any focus groups. 187 Baume states that there are significant limitations in the methods used in focus groups, since it is very easy to get the answer you want to hear from a focus group. He notes that social/participatory media, such as talkback radio, letters to the editor, blogs and social networking websites are already 'a massive focus group, providing constant qualitative and quantitative feedback on the issues of the day and what messages are cutting through… which issues are connecting with people and which aren't'.
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Self-Selecting Samples
Newspapers, internet sites and other media outlets often conduct 'instant' polls based on viewer or reader feedback. These polls usually consist of self-selected respondents since they require consumers of certain media to respond to the news source or internet survey. An example is a news report on The Age website which allows viewers to vote and register their opinion on the content of the article. The Age website offers the disclaimer that the poll results are 'not scientific and reflect the opinion only of visitors who have chosen to participate'. 189 Thus, self-selected surveys are non-probability samples (and in this sense are similar to the traditional non-probability straw poll). Stephen Stockwell states that self-selected respondents are 'consumers of that particular medium, they are motivated by the issue and they may even be making multiple calls at the behest of a campaign -so the outcome of these polls have no claim to represent the actual state of public opinion'.
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Internet Polling
It is often assumed that an advantage to computer surveys is that they may eliminate interviewer bias and be more able to capture the views of those who are reluctant to express them in telephone or face-to-face interviews. 191 This is based on the idea that people are more 'honest' towards computers than to humans, an idea challenged in a recent study that examined human-computer interaction, which found that participants were 'polite' to computers as well. 192 YouGov, which is a research and consulting organisation in the UK that uses the internet to collect market research data on political opinion, has been quite successful in indicating election results, such as in the 2001 and 2005 UK general elections, and the 2008 London mayoral elections. As with telephone polling, not everyone has access to the internet, therefore YouGov has a representative panel which they use to weigh their polls and surveys to reflect the national audience. During the 2008 London mayoral elections, YouGov was criticised by incumbent mayor, Ken Livingstone, after a YouGov poll placed contender Boris Johnson 13 points ahead of Livingstone. 193 Livingstone argued that the poll was flawed and was an attempt by the Evening Standard and YouGov to give Boris Johnson a more credible lead. 194 A later YouGov poll had Johnson, who eventually won the election, leading by 6 points. 196 The audience consisted of Sydney electors, half of which were ALP aligned and half Coalition aligned. Roy Morgan used their Reactor Online application which captures data four times per second to track audience response.
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In another federal election debate, the health debate held in March 2010, Channel Nine used 'The Worm' to track real-time audience responses. Nine used market research firm Ekas to source an online panel which selected self-identified undecided voters to operate the 'worm handsets'. IML Australia provided the technology to monitor audience responses. The worm tracks the opinion of voters by giving audience members electronic handsets with voting buttons on which they register approval/disapproval or neutral feelings through the debates. The information of each audience member is collated and displayed instantly on-screen. The BBC's Nick Bryant comments that the worm: …prefers nice to nasty. It responds well to personal anecdotes and stories. It heads in an upward trajectory when it hears words and phrases like 'fairness' and 'working together,' and does not much like 'tax' or personal insults. 198 The worm is useful in allowing political parties to pinpoint phrases and words that are particularly successful in connecting with voters, to gauge the popularity of speeches and to identify moment-by-moment opinion shifts. IML also allows for voters to be grouped by age, sex and region to enable the simultaneous tracking of multiple demographics. 199 Seven used PolliGraph to track the March health debate, however both Seven and Nine's tracking systems produced different results which may be attributed to different audiences (Nine used 'undecided voters', while Seven used a partisan weighted cross section of all voters) and the different technologies used (Seven (Morgan Reactor) uses a handset with a dial while Nine (IML) uses button technology). 200 In the past there has been some controversy over Nine's use of the 'worm'. In a leadership debate in October 2007, Nine had their feed of the live debate pulled by the National Press Club after reportedly breaching an agreement with the political parties by which the worm would not be used. Channel Nine argued that it was blatant political censorship, while representatives from the National Press Club stated that the Parties set the terms and conditions of the debate. 201 The worm in this instance was controlled by 90 'uncommitted' voters watching the debate from Nine's studio in Sydney. 202 
Election Betting Markets
Another method of forecasting election results is through betting markets, by which people place money on the candidate they believe will win the election, or on what the winning margins will be. Betting can be conducted on which party will form government or on individual candidates, which may provide more detail on the forecasted outcome for specific seats, than may otherwise be gathered by polling groups. 203 Some betting markets have proved to be remarkably accurate, and are increasingly studied, alongside opinion polls, by politicians, researchers and political scientists in the lead-up to elections. 204 The 1988 US presidential election, in which Republican George H. W. Bush defeated Democrat Michael Dukakis, was the first time election markets were used by researchers to indicate results. 205 The betting odds are most often set by the bookmakers themselves, in which case bookmakers may analyse particular information sets in deciding betting odds. 206 Bookmakers may also adjust prices according to risks. Betting odds can also be set through punters betting against each other.
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In Australia, election betting has been cited as the biggest growth area for betting markets with most bookies now accepting election bets. 208 With regard to betting on politics in the state of Victoria, in February 2010 the Victorian Commission for Gambling Regulation's executive commissioner, Peter Cohen, extended the scope of gambling in Victoria by approving betting on state elections after the commission was satisfied that there were 'no unmanageable integrity risks in Australian state elections'. 209 Prior to this, Victorians were able to legally bet on Australian federal elections and the US presidential elections.
The growth in election betting markets has also resulted in a growth in research monitoring campaign developments through election markets. For example, the Iowa Electronic Market is an on-line futures market which is operated for research and teaching purposes and was established by political scientists at the University of Iowa in 1988. 210 The Iowa Electronic market has provided remarkable accuracy in indicating US election results, perhaps because, as many researchers, such as Justin Wolfers and Andrew Leigh have identified, the betting markets focus 'on the underlying dynamics of the race' and are able to respond rapidly to changes during the campaign. 213 A key feature of betting markets is that they are often highly and immediately responsive to events, leaders' debates and policy changes. Following the 2010 Australian federal election, betting markets remained, as noted by Sportsbet spokesperson Haydn Lane, 'unusually volatile', with speculation over who would form government. 214 Centrebet's odds had four reversals in punter sentiment in the two weeks following the election. 215 It was reported that within minutes of announcing at a press conference that he would support Ms Gillard, Tasmanian independent Mr Andrew Wilkie 'sparked a mini-avalanche of bets on Labor' causing Centrebet to suspend its election market for several hours.
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While studying election markets can be valuable for indicating electoral outcomes, political scientists S. G. Kou and Michael E. Sobel note that opinion polling should not be abandoned. 217 In their study of election markets and public opinion polls, they state that more than simply offering a forecast, polls provide a study into the relationship between voter characteristics and electoral preferences. They can also provide an important source of information for market participants.
Conclusion
This paper has sought to provide a guide to Parliamentarians in interpreting opinion polls through examining the history, development, application and growth in the prominence of public opinion polling. As this paper has shown, developments in technology and surveying techniques have allowed for greater accuracy since the early days of survey research and straw polls. Nonetheless, polling is still susceptible to numerous technical and methodological factors which may account for the variations between polling indications and election results. Furthermore, research is increasingly identifying a range of human factors, psychological and social, which also influence the results of opinion polls.
Further developments in measuring public opinion have emerged in keeping with technological advances, such as election betting markets, social networking and internet polling. It can be assumed that polling, as well as alternative ways of measuring public opinion, will continue to evolve and respond to an ever-changing social, political and technological environment.
Regardless of the limitations of the polls, Goot suggests that we 'reject the idea that the polls are in pursuit of some pure, unmediated, pre-existing entity called public opinion and think of the polls instead as guides to what the public is likely to think about an issue given their exposure to certain sorts of information'. 219 219 Goot (1993a) op. cit., p. 153.
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